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Serenade 


Big frontline melody 
Scored for trumpet and saxes 
The bass just behind the beat 
The beat settling on the 
‘ands’ 
Those all-important 
‘ands’ 
That is how I want to write for you 


And now the abstract 
But rootsy electric 
Organ solos as horns drop out 
And drums pulsate, slam 
Those all-important flams 
Those all-important 
‘ands’ 
That is how I want to write for you 


And slowly slowly 
The lead trumpet replies 
Supplies implies the melody line 
Over and under and around 
Drops deep to the lowest 
Blue note then allthewayup 
Vamping and stabbing circles around 
Those all-important 
‘ands’ 
That is how I want to write for you 


But if I can’t, then close your eyes 
Imagine a dim room, walls 
Pale green, smoke blue-grey 
In bright but confined glare 
Rhythm and blues. Jazz 
And the night. Those all-important 
‘ands’ 
That is how I want to write for you. 


In Bed, In Life 


I only read for 2 reasons now 
So that my own pen 

Might catch a fire 

Or to slip more swiftly 

Into sleep or a trancelike 


Awakeness 


Books are lightning, are flint 

Are lake of fire and mirror 

Or are bed of foam, memory foam 
As imagined not experienced 


As are the greatest luxuries 


I only live now for 3 reasons 
4 are spite 2 are hope 

1 is hate and the rest is love 
Add it all up it makes 42 


Reasons are grist to my mill 
My will to live depends on void 
Find you as I find myself 
Between the covers, resting 


Waiting to sleep or burn 


Old Man By The Side Of The Road 


The old man will soon be set to sit 
Out on his chair, by the road 
Bottles of booze gathered by his feet 


Smiling at us through his white whiskers 
The bottles gleaming, waiting for the eve 
When they’ll burn the old man 


Out with him! Drink his drink 
Warm yourself in the heat of his burning 


His smile to ashes, to ashes his whiskers 


A twelvemonth hence, from street to street 
They’ll be setting up bottles and chairs 
Gathering kindling for the year’s old man 


Young men, drink deep, sing loud 
Your voices will echo forever and ever 


Down the corridor of fire we call time. 


Roofed 


A roof is a view; I’ve looked at views 

From many sides now. Everything is a form 

From advanced geometry: dodecahedron at minimum 
A roof is a view; I’ve looked at you from many sides 
On my side, on my back, on my feet, 

Prone, I’ve turned my back on you, 

Backed into you, blanked you out, blacked 

Out of time and mind. A roof is a view, 

And like Wilde’s last, apocryphal wallpaper it remains 


To be seen is: the side the view views you (me) from. 


Way 


Unproved, unimproved 
Clean-shaven and bright 

In red tee and pale blue 

Jeans, I, twenty and something 
Staggering late from the pub 
Of flat beer and of old songs. 


Gleaming from lamppost to lamppost, 
My own penumbra a flame 


My own fate a clean slate. 


The men coming my way guessing 
Aloud: is it a guy is it a girl - 

It’s a guy, me, unrevised, 
Unabridged, unedited, unbearded 
Shining like the night shines. 


And two decades later 

My legs hurt when I stand after 
Sitting too long or sit after 
Outstanding efforts, my face a-beards 


Within a changing of the moon. 


I stay home and drink carefully 
I do not look like the moon 

My halo is at half mast 

My fate is neither early nor late 
The young men, the boys really, 
See that I am trying my best. 


I hope they see that I am trying 

My best; but if not, at least I know 

And I glow as the gloaming glows 

And lampposts greet me like old friends 


And there is still a long away to traverse. 


Mason 


To make a house, use patterns 
Repeat them methodically, multiply 
Them geometrically, see that the 
Beams rhyme, lay the tiles down 
In pentameter, space the walls 

In common time, the windows 

To a waltz, checkerboard 
Wardrobes and paisley alcoves, 
Make the house a book 

Of formal verse, unraveling at 

An unspecified point into free jazz: 
Chaos explicit, free as a leaf in mid 
Air, freedom to run off the rails, 
Cosmos implicit: the progression 
And turnaround, the tension, the 
Resolution implied in its own 
Abeyance - or formless vastness 
Proven by domestic order within 
As justice in your small life 
Reminds of iniquitousness without 
Or disorder in the organism 

Is somehow the echo of deep 


Structure in the macroworld; 


But we are only concerned here 
With the making of a house 

From patterns, and the joins where 
Patterns may extemporise, 

And with the words that will array 
On the notebook of the person 

Of patient and all-embracing curiosity 
Testing the wind and listening 

To the setting of the earth 

And the flight of the day 

From sunlit plain to star-bright peak 
In the house made of patterns 

In the patterns that make a house 

In the patterns that a house makes 
In the mandala such things as us 
Form, when tossed and left 


To fall as we may, and fall home. 
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To one already in hell 


It is so strange we can meet like this 

So beautiful and right 

It proves Mephistopheles did not lie 

At least not about the important things. 


Come, I will take your place for a while 

And you can take mine 

It’s all just nails and flame and acid and steel 
What’s different is how much and how long 
Yours started long before mine 

Mine broke me a little less 

- but time will tell. I know that. 


Did you have a good walk? 

Did we leave one set of footprints or two? 

I am sorry, Tantalus, our time is up 

And walking away from your water burial 
The truth writes itself on air 

Abandon all hope it tells me: 

Here is where here is. And if your suffering 
Seems bearable - then you are of the demons. 


Dear friend, I am of the demons. 


Dream And You 


One. 


You will see what surrounds you 


Find its way into your dreams 


What you see in your dreams 


Will pull at you in waking life 


What you cannot avoid or choose 


Will follow you into dreams too 


Whatever you dream then 


Becomes in some way you 


Two. 


You will surround yourself in 


Dreams, you will awaken 


To what you did or didn’t choose 


Or has chosen to be you 


If you can exercise some choice 


Choose carefully, or hesitate 


What you see in dreams 


Has a way of already being 


What you are. 


Frogs 


The frogs lurk in the cistern 

In the rim of the commode 

The red one, translucent at the edges 
Looks me in the eye, not blinking 
The cream one only Yasmine has seen 
The black ones, little and twiglike 
Who leap so high and are so bothered 


By our flushings and fussings 


The bathrooms and toilets are their province 
In all the homes along this coast 

And beyond - I remember from childhood 
The frog lurking outside the door 

That opened from bathroom into backyard 
In my grandparents’ hill cottage 

The frog that sat outstaring me 


One memorable afternoon in Hyderabad 


It is where we keep water close 

To cleanse us and receive our waste 
Amphibious life is at home here 
Amphibious as we must be 

Our bodies, bodies of water 

Propped on two legs, set on dry land 
After a floating gestation 

Growing from small tadpole bud 


And fruiting and ripening to apehood 


Such bodies as ours, building homes 
Such life as theirs, finding ways in 

Eyes that do not glance away 

Leaps that snatch them to safety 

Let them live in the gush and flow 

Let them wait in the ponds outside 

Red and cream and green and black and 
Let us learn we still can startle 

When something leaps and we see 


It is our world too - not only. 


An Essay In Rhyme For One Unrhymed 


My name is over, I am my horizon 

My own finish line and sunset 

Forget my face when my race is run 

It will not surface softly in some cradle 

Some distant expression of joy or regret 
Some valley hove into sight by alien sun 

I will place my lineage in the discard tray 
Scooped into mulch with the dispensing ladle 
The moving finger that erases and fades away 
My name has finished, only I remain 

For half a lifetime more, quiescent 

No tree or branch to maintain 

Nothing depending, consider me alone 
Consider my grandfather and father spent 
There shall be no more flesh of this bone 

So many words to say it over and again 

I hand nothing on: joy nor even pain 

Iam a song, like you, but I will have no refrain 
And so, in good conscience, someday I’ll ease 


From this world, and this name will cease 


A Thing About Coconuts 


Nothing strange about coconuts 
Grandfather had three coconut trees 
Paid a slim, hard man to slide up 
And bring down the bounty 
Clustered at the beginning of the sky 
Beneath the canopy of leaves 


Grandparents cooked everything in its oil 
The boys and girls in my class 

Seemed to soak their coal black hair 

In it. I copied my father 

Who favoured Brylcreem 


Now, I prefer almond oil 

But I'll cook with coconut oil. 

Or buy tender coconut 

From a streetside vendor 

At the tail end of a long walk, 

Drink that sweet pure water 

And watch the man bring machete to shell 
So I can eat the delicate white flesh 


It slips down my throat 
Almost alive, almost revolting 
So slick and wet and fast 


Coconut fibre ropes, burning my palms 
In long ago games of tug-of-war 
Coconut chutney with my breakfast 
Coconut threads in and out of my life 


Plaited tight and ribboned 

Like the hair of the girls in class 

Gleaming and aromatic 

Leaving stains on the wall 

Where they leaned in the grip of a daydream 
During double maths class after lunch 

On Tuesdays, in eighth standard. 


Charter 


There is a school with no signboard 

No gates, no staffroom 

No blackboards, whiteboards, smartboards 

No chalk, no markers, no erasers 

There is a school that is all playground 

That is all laboratory 

Everything there is a library 

And you can check out all the books you need 
There is a wooden table in a portico 

With a bottle of iodine, some cotton, and bandages 
A school where paper turns to wing 

And texts fly and notes follow 

There is a school with no principal 

No flogging master, no canes, no report cards 
At some point we dropped out 

Or were dragged out of the place of learning 
Settled for education and allowed ourselves 
To be graded 

The school with no signboard - 


Where is it? Did we lose our way? 
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It’s been a very long time 

Our feet are used to shoes 

Our dreams to laws 

We might never assemble again 

Where there are no gates 

No final exam, no compulsory games, no classrooms 
Just a playground that is a laboratory 

A laboratory that is a playground. 
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The House 
(For Sundra) 


The house goes back and forth 

Like the grandchild on the swing 

Of the house in memory 

The house goes, in rubble and dust 
Beneath the wrecker’s ball, beneath 
Sledgehammer and crowbar the house 
Goes back and forth for the grandchild 
The swing is ship is plane is magic 
Carpet rolled out for weddings and 
Anniversaries and funerals 

The dead go back and forth searching 
For the house is gone but the grandchild 
Moves the pieces back and forth in 
Endless games of chess grandfather 


Lets him win the house goes back 
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It has seen enough been enough 

The swing soars high above the house 
Goes forth in three sons and 

Five grandchildren the house 

Divided, the house multiplied 

Back and forth goes the swing 
Footsteps on the defunct floor 

Back and forth, back and forth. 
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Alcove 


An hour in the earliest morning 
Finds me awake 

Listening to the hum 

Of insects in darkness’ trance 

A train sounding in the distance 


The sigh of slumbering sky 


An hour in the morning 

When I watch time 

And time watches me, time’s 
Violence momentarily withheld 
An absent prayer rings out 


The sky will awaken soon 


An hour before everything 

Balanced between days, hearing 

The early engines of coming day 

A night train coiling in a daybound dream 


An insect prayer, an arcing hum 
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Soon the birds will take up the burden 
Of the break of day, soon 

The road will begin its work song 
And I, often awake in this hour 


Might sleep in the next. 


Zo 


Turn Ahead 


Take corners blind 

You might run into yourself 
And you want to be surprised 
Both of you _ surprised, a little 


Disappointed, a little relieved 


Take corners blind 

It’s better the future’s an accident 
Then hindsight can expire 

And you free can walk tall a 
Little afraid, a little excited 


Take corners blind 

No one lives forever and yet 

You may: disreputable, 
Counterintuitive a bad example 
A little confused, a little 


Eternal. 
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On a rainy morning 


This dog beneath my bed 

Has decided to bark all morning 

A change in the weather 

A shift in the sky 

A new voice in the neighbourhood chorus 
Has set him off 


He barks low in his throat 
Querulous, grumbling 

A litany of complaint 

He is telling me 

He can keep this up all day 

And I love him but I am helpless 
I do not know what to fix 


He’s a friend behind a wall 

Ia lorn Montresor 

Wishing for Solomon’s ring 

Wishing the rain would sing a serenade 
As the pauses in his recital 

Let my head remind me it hurts 


Come here dog, come here world 

I cannot cure what ails you 

Cannot command heaven or spleen 
But I'll scratch you behind the ear 
And you'll remember to be quiet. 
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Apostacy 


God’s fish eyes 

Swim down from the deep 
Dreaming worlds 

Sending nightmares 
Toying life and death 


Fish’s god eyes 

Stare from dinner plate 

Brined in pickle jar 

Dreams of liquid flight 

Put aside to be food 

Growing eyes and brains in you 


Eyes fish gods 

Pluck them from high 

Waves of primitive cosmos 

See them in every stone 

Eat the world, see the world 
Why excommunicate anything? 
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Keynote 


The mother is 68 today 
(It was yesterday) 

She’s like one of those 

Toy cars 
You wind up with a key 
And it shoots off 
She won’t stop 

Talking today. 


There’s lunch and presents 
Cake and laughter 
She keeps talking 
Wound up and let go 
I remember waking early 
To discover all my gifts 
Remember the birthdays 
I spent alone 
Wound up and nowhere to 
Go. 


The mother is 68 today 
The cake’s cut 
The sky and the afternoon 
Have turned again 
(It was yesterday) 
(This is today) 
She’s talked out for 
Today. 
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It’s only her second birthday 
Without a mother 
I think about the Shakespeare 
I still have. 
Received 34 years ago 
What else? 
One day I'll need to talk 
About all this 
My memories a key 
Winding me up 
Put me down 
And off I go. 
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Erato brought me this poem 


My wife often thinks 
About Eurydice 
But I have no singing voice 


My wife might knit like Penelope 
But I take no turns 
I offer no gifts to enemies 


My wife talks 
To Persephone 
I don’t know if it is winter or spring 


My wife is at her easel 


I am slipping between sleep 
And the colours she creates. 
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Our Own Tacit Resolve 


How will we open this book 
Without breaking its spine, 

Marking the pages with our 
Anxious fingertips, losing our way 
In its winding words, like 

The herd is lost as it follows 

The path from pasture to slaughter; 
How will we open this year 

When the pages of every century 
We walked on this earth 

Still fill the streets like fallen leaves, 
Leaves that refuse to turn to mulch 
Or burn in the fires we set 
Ourselves on; how will we open these eyes 
Without losing sight, 

How can we be certain we see 

The darkness in the blaze of we, 
Placed in the nest of the phoenix 
Year after year by our own 


Tacit resolve? 


32 


Meanwhile 


I want to break down what I do 
To basic components, first 


Principles. 


Language is down to words, words 
Are sounds to mean things and 
Thoughts. And things. 

Things that mean things. 

Stories are organisations of things 
To tell. 


Poems are organisations of things 
To be. 


Music is: sounds. Intervals, spaces, 
Repetition. Rhythm. Melody. 

Sticky sounds, soaring sounds, slinky 
Sounds. 

Music is: thing in itself 

By which we be. 

In the comfort of memory 

The reverie of dance 

Music is a thing that calls us 


And we make it as it makes us. 
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All these live as we do, 
Alongside us, like wolves around 
The campfire, cats in the granary, 
The rats and pigeons of our 


Beautiful brains. 


These are the things I try 

To be the occasion of 

The making of 

The being of 

The be-all and end-all 

And beyond is the end all 
Things already know, and here is 


Meanwhile. 


So I have understood what I do 
Walked myself down to 

First principles. So I soar up again 
Up the ladder of things 

- words, sounds, rhythms. 


- stories, poems, songs. 


The great meanwhile. 
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Obsolete format 


Every year it seems 

Ages my dreams 

The books I want to read 

Grow older, yellowed, mildewed 
Dogeared, splay-footed 


The songs I long to hear 
Grow scratchy and faint 
Devolve from flac to shellac 
To sheet to word of mouth 
Whispered in a quiet ear 


Every year I promise myself 

I will find the fountain of youth 
Find the city of the man of gold 
But my truth grows grey 

My dreams fade but not away 


I am in obsolete formats 
In antiquated paragraphs 
Every year it seems 
More silver to my seams 
And I follow my dead. 


Past the culvert 

Down to the fallow fields 
Down the shadowlines 
Every year, see how 

I follow my dead. 


Jo 


Shoulda/Woulda/Gonna 
One. 


I should have written poetry 

When I was nothing but a thorn bush 

I should have written poetry 

When I was a cloud of lightning and impossibility 

I should have written poetry 

On my mother’s brow when it was still unlined 

I should have written poetry 

Along the curve of my father’s spine while he still lived 


I should have sung songs 

In some season when my voice was fair to hear 
I should have sung songs 

In some summer when music and I were young 
I should have sung songs 

Before they nailed me to the raven 

I should have sung songs 

Before echoes took away my tongue 


I should have loved life 

When I was still Venus, still a boy 

I should have loved life 

When my face was a lie and innocent 
I should have loved life 

When stones only broke windowpanes 
I should have loved life 

Like a knife loves a ribcage 
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Two. 


I will write my poetry 

In the gloaming of early evening, in the blush of dawn 
I will sing my songs 

To owls, to black-winged dreams, and to Psyche 

I will love life 

As I love rainy days, lost skies, and you. 
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Taken 


Packed though the days may be, or empty 
There is always more we could have been 
More seen, more done, more essayed 

And our time here is haloed by a ring 

Of shimmering light, of what might 

And what could, and what wasn’t to be 
This is the light we shed as we choose 
Between uncertainties; the glow of chance 
Think of it as a beacon in reverse 


A sign that we are in fact somewhere. 
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